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Abstract
The article examines news trajectories used by individuals to access mainstream 
journalistic media in Germany and German-speaking Switzerland during the 
first peak of COVID-19 in Europe. It discusses the role of individual characteris-
tics related to sociodemographics, political, and media attitudes in predisposition 
towards specific modes of news access. For this aim, it combines survey data with 
data on individuals’ engagement with news automatically tracked in spring 2020. 
The findings of the article highlight the prevalence of accessing news via search 
engines (search trajectory) and by directly going to news websites (routine trajec-
tory). The study also demonstrates the important role of political and media atti-
tudes in the prevalence of specific modes of news access, which, however, differs 
between the countries, thus emphasizing the importance of conducting more com-
parative research using tracking data.
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1  Introduction

With the increased interconnectivity afforded by the internet, the ways people tune 
into the world of current affairs have rapidly expanded. Gone are the days when 
individuals received the latest news exclusively by flipping through the Sunday 
paper delivered to their doorstep. Whether being redirected from Facebook’s news 
feed, Googling a news-related topic, or directly visiting their favorite news site, the 
ways citizens access news have changed radically. Amplified by the high degree of 
trust towards online information sources [5], this ongoing shift towards new forms 
of news access1 has substantial implications for business models of news media and 
their role in the public sphere, both of which experienced substantial changes fol-
lowing the beginning of COVID-19 pandemic. To account for the impact of these 
changes on the ways modern societies access news, we use a combination of survey 
and tracking data to examine news-seeking behavior in Germany and Switzerland 
during the early stage of COVID-19.

Specifically, we investigate news trajectories—the distinct steps through which 
individuals access news online—related to mainstream journalistic media. Despite 
the growing number of alternative news sources, such as social media platforms or 
news aggregators, journalistic media remain an influential means of informing the 
public and safeguarding democratic values [42]. Their significance has been sharp-
ened by the COVID-19 pandemic: with the increased levels of online news engage-
ment [20] and rising wave of misinformation [33], pressing questions have emerged 
as to how people find reliable information in the era of the ‘infodemic’ [46]. Under-
standing how citizens access journalistic news content and what the role of individ-
ual characteristics (e.g., education, age, or political interest) [29] is in this process 
becomes essential not only to assess the effects of the digital shift on the societal 
functions of mass media [27], but also to determine how journalistic media can help 
preserving individuals’ physical and mental health [46].

To achieve this aim, we use data coming from a sample of German and Swiss 
respondents that was collected at the height of the first wave of the pandemic in 
Europe (March–May 2020). It includes information about respondents’ individual 
characteristics acquired via an online survey and their online behavior (i.e., websites 
visited and content viewed) recorded through their desktop devices. Using this com-
bination of data, we aim to make three contributions. First, we build upon existing 
research on news trajectories [19] to examine to what degree earlier observations 
about prevalent forms of online news access hold true in the COVID-19 era. Second, 
we investigate the role of individual characteristics (e.g., age, gender, or media trust) 
in determining predisposition towards specific news trajectories. Third, we conduct 
a comparative analysis of how German and Swiss respondents access online news 
to evaluate whether similarities between media systems and self-reported news con-
sumption translate into similar patterns of news access.

1  For some recent studies looking at changing ways of news access, see [12, 19, 32, 41].
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2 � Theoretical background

2.1 � Changing pathways to news

The ongoing transformation of the way individuals access news has a profound 
impact on the relationship between the media and the public. In contrast to pre-
digital times, when journalistic media served as primary information gatekeepers 
[30] and disseminated information through a limited number of analog formats, the 
digital news ecosystem is characterized by less top-down nature and a more diverse 
set of ways for accessing news [40]. The rise of online platforms, with their exten-
sive reach and low costs of content dissemination, enables new possibilities for jour-
nalistic media to reach their audience, which is further amplified by the adoption 
of personalized content distribution powered by recommender systems [35]. The 
advancement of mobile technology and associated news channels (e.g., news apps 
[44]) further changed how media reach their audiences and intensified competition 
between different modes of accessing news.

To account for these changes, scholars have introduced new conceptual frame-
works for studying news consumption, such as way-finding [25] and curated flows 
[34]. Instead of treating journalistic media as the only authoritative sources of news 
content, these frameworks view them more as “shops and attractions in a tour-
ist town, trying to lure the customer in with eye-catching billboards” ([25], 5) and 
accentuate the need for a more nuanced understanding of access mechanisms for 
online news. By focusing on individual readers and their increased agency in select-
ing their own news pathways [34] these conceptualizations allow considering the 
broad implications of the new forms of news access, ranging from (political) news 
disengagement [26, 27], to general news avoidance [31].

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic posed a new set of challenges to under-
standing how people access news. The international nature of the pandemic, the 
social isolation produced by strict lockdown measures, and the quickly changing cri-
sis dynamics resulted in a substantial uptake in news consumption [10]. Concerns 
about the validity of information found on alternative platforms (e.g., social media, 
[23]) or search engines [15] led to a partial resurgence of the gatekeeping function 
of traditional media [21, 22]. Simultaneously, however, the trust in mainstream insti-
tutions, including traditional media, plummeted among certain population groups 
which opted for alternative interpretations of the ongoing crisis [39]. Together, these 
changes prompt an urgent need for empirical work on the shape that news trajecto-
ries took during this period of crisis, as well as the individual characteristics influ-
encing presupposition towards them.

2.2 � Types of news trajectories

The research on different ways in which individuals access news online has 
started to attract substantial interest from the scholarly community already since 
the 2000  s [18]. Building upon earlier studies on steps citizens take to access 
news via specific media (e.g., radio and television; [45]), scholars identified the 
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growing importance of social media [24] and search engines [29] as a means of 
facilitating news access. At the same time, despite the rise of alternative means 
of access, there is evidence that direct visits to news websites remain a prominent 
mode of accessing news [9]. Altogether, these observations can be synthesized 
into three distinct trajectories of news access: (1) the routine trajectory, where 
users access news by going directly to a news website; (2) the social media tra-
jectory, where users access news through social media; and (3) the search engine 
trajectory, where users access news through an web search mechanisms (e.g., 
Google) [19].

Much of the current work on news trajectories has relied on self-reported 
measures, where participants were asked to recall their engagement with news 
or to keep detailed logs of what news they access (for an overview, see, [4]). 
The reliance on self-reported data for studying news access, however, raises reli-
ability concerns, in particular considering the difficulties that participants often 
have with recalling their media consumption [28]. To address this shortcoming, 
a growing number of studies use tracking data to more accurately measure when 
specific stories are accessed [14], determining generational differences in news 
access [16], and identifying how news is discovered via social media [41].

Despite the recent advancements in news trajectory research, there are still sev-
eral issues that remain under-studied. One of them is the issue of reliable identi-
fication of trajectories: whereas existing studies [e.g. 19] often look at sequences 
of news visits (i.e., what is the web page preceding a news visit), the reliability of 
such approach can be questioned especially in the context of complexities asso-
ciated with tracking such visits (e.g., the problem of matching user activity in 
multiple browser tabs). Additionally, the definition of trajectories noted above is 
sometimes inconsistent as in the case of social media trajectory focusing on major 
platforms (i.e. Facebook and Twitter), but neglecting smaller platforms such as 
Reddit. These shortcomings prompt the importance of designing new approaches 
for identifying news trajectories and matching observations generated via them 
with earlier studies examining the prevalence of specific trajectories.

Another under-studied aspect of news trajectories relates to how similar or dif-
ferent in their use on the regional or national levels. Self-reported data indicates 
substantial distinctions in how citizens of different countries access news [20], 
which are often attributed to different media systems and infrastructural charac-
teristics (e.g., the level of internet penetration). However, these differences are 
yet to be validated using more robust tracking-based approaches, which currently 
tend to focus on a single national context (e.g., the Netherlands: [19]).

The importance of adopting more reliable approaches to defining news trajec-
tories and looking at their cross-cultural variation is amplified by the substan-
tial changes in the way individuals access news caused by COVID-19. Recent 
self-reported evidence [22] has suggested that the pandemic resulted in a surge 
of news consumption via online platforms. At the same time, the growing con-
cerns about misinformation result in decreasing trust towards news acquired via 
social media and increasing reliance on journalistic media for accessing news 
[22]. While self-reported data do point to changing patterns in news trajectories, 
little to no work has been conducted to validate these findings using tracking 
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data. With all these gaps in mind, we would like to formulate the first research 
question: 

RQ 1:	� What news trajectories prevail in Germany and German-speaking Switzer-
land during the first wave of COVID-19?

2.3 � Individual characteristics and news trajectories

While the exploratory analysis of news trajectories has its own merits, it is also 
important to consider what factors affect predisposition towards specific trajecto-
ries. Similar to divergent preferences towards accessing news via analog means 
(e.g., [43]), the combinations of steps individuals follow to access news online 
are influenced by individual characteristics [19, 41]. These characteristics can be 
aggregated into three large categories: (1) socio-demographic characteristics; (2) 
political attitude characteristics; and (3) media attitude characteristics.

Socio-demographic characteristics. The first group of factors influencing pre-
disposition towards specific modes of news access is composed of sociodemo-
graphic variables, such as age [1], gender [11], and education [36]. Specifically, 
existing research hints at the presence of a gender and education gap in news con-
sumption, with men and highly educated individuals consuming more news. In 
terms of predisposition towards specific trajectories, age is viewed as an impor-
tant predictor of more frequent news access through social media [19].

Political attitude characteristics. The second group of factors is made of char-
acteristics related to political attitudes, such as political interest or political effi-
cacy. Political interest, which is an affinity for politics, is important here, with its 
higher values being associated with the tendency to more actively tune into the 
news [26, 27]. This tendency is particularly pronounced for social media trajec-
tory, where individuals with high political interest are more likely to follow polit-
ical pages, resulting in a self-reinforcing loop of increasing news access amplified 
by platforms’ mechanisms of algorithmic curation [19].

Similarly substantial is the role of political efficacy, which is individuals’ self-
perceptions of their capability to understand and participate in politics. [6] found 
that certain forms of political efficacy (in particular, government efficacy) posi-
tively relate to individuals’ likelihood to consume and engage with news. In the 
case of internal efficacy, the observations lend mixed results, with some studies 
noting its positive relationship with news engagement [13] and others not observ-
ing it [2].

Media attitude characteristics. The third group of characteristics is made of 
media trust. Earlier research indicates that users with higher levels of media trust 
tend to access news via legacy press and state-owned outlets, at least in Western 
democracies [36]. By contrast, skepticism towards mainstream media often leads 
to aversion to journalistic outlets and possible reliance on alternative sources 
[37]. Testing these relationships directly, [19] find that trust in media is posi-
tively related to the use of the routine trajectory that is direct visits to journalistic 
outlets.
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The question of the relationship between individual characteristics and specific 
news trajectories is accentuated by behavioral changes caused by COVID-19 (?). 
With self-reported data indicating a growing disengagement of younger individuals, 
especially when it comes to visiting news media sites directly [21], and decreasing 
trust towards news acquired from social media [21], it is important to investigate 
whether such changes are also supported by actual data on accessing news online. It 
thus prompts our second research question: 

RQ 2:	� What individual characteristics are associated with the prevalence of spe-
cific news trajectories during the first wave of COVID-19 in Germany and 
German-speaking Switzerland?

3 � Methodology

3.1 � Survey and tracking data collection

Our study took place in Germany and German-speaking Switzerland. Based on the 
classification by [7], both countries are examples of democratic corporatist media 
system models. This model is characterized by institutional self-regulation, strong 
freedom of the press, diversity in media offer, and high newspaper circulation [17]. 
Both countries also have a high rate of internet penetration (96% and 94% respec-
tively; [20]) that makes them fit for studying online news access.

To collect data, we recruited a sample of Internet-using participants in the age 
range of 18–75 years. The recruitment was conducted via the market research com-
pany [name omitted for the purposes of blind review] in early March 2020 using 
online access panels with 200,000 members (Germany) and 35,000 members (Swit-
zerland). Participants were randomly selected in accordance with quotas regarding 
gender, age, and education to construct representative samples of the population. For 
Germany, the region of residence (West vs. East) was used as an additional criterion.

The selected participants were invited to participate in the survey, during which 
they were asked questions about their individual characteristics (e.g., media trust, 
political interest, and political efficacy). A total of 1,952 participants in Germany 
and 1,297 in Switzerland completed the questionnaire. Before completing the sur-
vey, participants were asked whether they agreed to participate in the online tracking 
study. While the agreement was required to continue their participation, participants 
were informed that they could opt-out from being tracked at any time.

After agreeing to be tracked, each participant received a link to the website where 
extensions for desktop versions of Chrome and Firefox browsers could be down-
loaded and installed. The extensions were designed for the project and based on the 
screen-scraping principle, namely capturing HTML of web content appearing in the 
browser [3]. The captured HTML content, together with the URL address of the 
page, was sent to the remote server, where data were encrypted and stored.

To protect participant privacy, the extensions were supplemented by a "hard" 
denylist (i.e., a list of websites whose content was not captured and visits to 
which were not recorded; this included insurance companies, medical services, 
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pornography websites, bank websites, messengers, and e-mail services) and a "soft" 
denylist (i.e., a list of websites whose content was not captured, but the visits to 
which were recorded; the list included commercial websites). In the case of social 
media platforms, such as Facebook or Twitter, customized filters were implemented 
to prevent capturing personally identifying information from participants and their 
social contacts, as well as information that was not publicly available. Additionally, 
we allowed participants to switch extensions to ‘private mode’, where no HTML 
content was captured.

Out of the original sample of participants expressing agreement to being tracked, 
587 (Germany) and 601 (Switzerland) participants had successfully registered at 
least one web visit by the end of the tracking period (March 17 to May 26, 2020). 
Of them, 441 participants in Germany and 452 in Switzerland at least once visited a 
news website from the list of German and Swiss websites (see below), thus yielding 
a final sample for the study.

The final sample of participants had the following demographic characteristics: 
age, DE, M=49.9; SD=12.5; CH, M=44.2, SD=16.6). In terms of gender, 44% of 
German and 42.2% of Swiss participants in the sample were female. Finally, for 
education, 12.5% of the German sample only finished obligatory school, 49.9% had 
secondary education, and 37.6% had higher education. The distribution of the Swiss 
sample was, respectively, 2.9%, 53.8%, and 43.4%. Compared to population quo-
tas, the final sample over-represented male participants in both countries, although 
differences were not statistically significant. The sample significantly under-repre-
sented low-educated population groups in Switzerland. For a detailed comparison 
between sample statistics and population parameters, see Appendix 1.

3.2 � Detecting news trajectories

To analyze the use of news trajectories, we first needed to detect news websites vis-
ited by the participants. To do so, we constructed a list of journalistic media outlets, 
including newspapers, magazines, radio, and TV stations in Germany and German-
speaking Switzerland on the national and regional levels. For each outlet, we located 
(when possible) its website. The resulting list of German-speaking news websites 
was then expanded with a list of international news websites compiled for another 
tracking-based project [32]. The resulting list consisted of 1,444 news websites.

After that, we identified all the website visits in the list. Of 3,531,606 visits 
recorded during the tracking period, 159,270 were related to news websites. We 
then extracted information about web domains from which participants came to the 
news websites and aggregated it as the list of news precursors. While doing so, we 
dropped cases when the news precursor was the same as the news website visited 
(i.e., movement within the same website) and where the precursor was absent (e.g., 
when the news website was opened in a new browser tab or when the previous web-
site was visited in private mode). It resulted in a set of 29,089 news visits with a 
clearly defined news precursor.

Then, we used inductive content analysis to label all precursors that led to a news 
page at least 5 times. Altogether, we had 409 news precursors, which were coded 
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into the following groups: (a) search engine (e.g., Google); (b) social media (Ins-
tagram, Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, Reddit); (c) video hosting platforms (e.g., 
Youtube); (d) news aggregators (e.g., Google News); (e) commercial websites 
(e.g., Amazon); (f) another news site (e.g., Blick or Süddeutsche Zeitung); g) other 
websites.

After classifying the types of news precursors, we checked whether the HTML 
of each precursor visit contained the link to the subsequent news website, either 
in the form of its main page or a specific story page. This verification process was 
conducted to detect whether there is a tangible relationship between the precur-
sor and the news website page visited after it. In the case no link was present, it is 
hardly possible to prove that the precursor actually relates to the follow-up visit: for 
instance, the fact that the user visits an Amazon page to check bicycles and then 
goes to a news website does not necessarily means that Amazon serves as a tra-
jectory for accessing news. Instead, it can be that the participant simply becomes 
bored of checking bicycle prices and then goes to their favorite news website. We, 
therefore, built an automated pipeline to search for the presence of the next visited 
URL in the HTML associated with the preceding news visits (to do so, we relied on 
a direct match principle) to be able to detect a tangible trajectory between the two.

Using a pipeline, we identified 10,236 visits for which we had links to the follow-
up sites in precursors’ HTML from an original total of 29,089 news visits. For many 
of the categories of precursors (e.g., commercial websites and video hosting plat-
forms), the number of such visits was extremely low and did not justify distinguish-
ing them as a separate trajectory. Consequently, we established the following four 
news trajectories: (1) search: a trajectory made of search engine pages; (2) news: a 
trajectory made of news website pages preceding the visit to other news websites; 
(3) social media: a trajectory made of social media pages; (4) other: a trajectory 
made of precursors not fitting to any of the above-mentioned categories. Further-
more, we included the fifth trajectory following existing research [19], which is the 
routine one. This precursor-agnostic trajectory is made of the visit to the starting 
page of the news website, and unlike other trajectories, it does not require the pres-
ence of a link in the precursor html. Because of the lack of cases, we kept social 
media and other trajectories for illustrative purposes (see Figs. 1 and 2) but did not 
include them in the regression analysis.

3.3 � Survey variables

To measure individual characteristics that can be relevant for a predisposition 
towards specific news trajectories, we relied on a set of survey variables.

Political interest was assessed by one item asking, “How strong is your general 
interest in politics?” (1=no interest at all; 5=very strong interest; DE, M=3.54, 
SD=1.05; CH, M=3.36, SD=1.01).

Political trust was measured by asking participants how much they agree (1=not 
at all to 5=completely) with the statements “In most cases...” “...one can trust poli-
tics,” “...politics does the right thing,” and “...politics cares about the citizens” (DE, 
�=.92, M=2.67, SD=.95; CH, �=.88, M=3.14, SD=.84).
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Media trust was measured by asking respondents how strongly (1=not at all to 
5=completely) they trust political information from various sources: newspapers, 
public service TV, and public service radio (DE, �=.76, M=3.46, SD=.85; CH, �
=.72, M=3.45, SD=.74)

Political information efficacy was measured by asking participants how much 
they agree (1=not at all to 5=completely) with the statements “Sometimes I feel 
overwhelmed by the wealth of political information” and “Sometimes politics and 
government seem so complicated that someone like me cannot really understand 
what is going on.” Responses were recoded so that higher numbers indicated higher 
efficacy (DE, �=.76, M=3.19, SD=1.02; CH, �=.77, M=3.14, SD=1.07).

Finally, sociodemographic variables, namely age, gender, and education, were 
added to the models as controls (see sample description above).

3.4 � Analysis

To answer our first research question about the prevalence of specific news trajecto-
ries, we used descriptive statistics. Specifically, we calculated the share of partici-
pants who used each trajectory at least once and the average number of uses of each 

Fig. 1   Share of participants who used a trajectory at least once
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trajectory per participant (among those who used a specific trajectory at least once). 
While broad, these measures allow us to assess the relative prominence of different 
modes of news access.

To understand the role that individual characteristics play in predisposition towards 
specific trajectories, we used regression analysis, running it separately for Germany and 
Switzerland. We used the relative percentage (rounded to integer numbers varying from 
0 to 100) of usage of each news trajectory by a user as a dependent variable. The analy-
sis of the data has demonstrated that the resulting numbers are of a zero-inflated nature 
for all news trajectories in both countries, with the exception of the search trajectory in 
Germany. For this reason, we utilized a zero-inflated Poisson model for all cases except 
the search trajectory in Germany, for which we used a generalized linear model. Zero-
inflated Poisson models combine two predictive models, one to make a binary zero or 
non-zero prediction (the “zero model”)—i.e., whether a user engaged in a specific tra-
jectory at all—and a second one estimating the prevalence of a specific trajectory only 
among those individuals who used it at least once (the "count model"). In total, we pro-
duced six statistical models (one for each of the three trajectories in each country). As 
predictors, we used the survey variables described above (i.e., age, gender, education, 
political interest, political trust, political information efficacy, and media trust). Addi-
tionally, for each trajectory, we controlled for the relative use of other trajectories and 

Fig. 2   Mean number of news visits by trajectory among those who used it at least once
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the total number of news visits for each person to account for diverging scales of news 
engagement. The analysis was conducted in R using the pscl package.

4 � Results

4.1 � The use of news trajectories

To address our first research question, we turn to Figs. 1 and  2. These figures pre-
sent the total number of users who used a particular trajectory and the mean num-
ber of times they accessed news through it. The first immediate observation is that 
search engines are the most common pathway to news. In Switzerland, 82% of par-
ticipants used search engines to access news, while in Germany, this number was 
88%—almost double the next most popular form of news access, which is the rou-
tine trajectory. Accessing news sites from other news sites was relatively uncommon, 
with only 15% of participants doing so. What stands out here is the infrequent use 
of social media for accessing news, with only 2% of users relying on this trajectory.

While the search engine trajectory was used by the largest number of participants, 
it was not the one used most frequently on the individual user level. Instead, as 
Fig. 2 shows, the routine trajectory was used most frequently (20 times on average 
per person in both countries). In Germany, routine mode is also the most popular, 
followed by social media and search trajectories, with a mean of 12 accesses each, 
followed by news (8). For Switzerland, a search trajectory with 7 visits on average 
was the second most common trajectory, followed by news (2) and social media (1). 
It is important to note that these numbers are calculated within those that used the 
respective trajectory at least once – therefore, the average of 12 visits for the social 
media trajectory in Germany is only within the 2% of the sample that actually used 
it.

Our observations about the use of particular trajectories partially align with 
earlier research. Moeller et  al. (2020) observed that 81% of participants from the 
Netherlands accessed news at least once using the search trajectory, with the routine 
trajectory being the second most common (albeit the Dutch users relied on this tra-
jectory more often: 79% as contrasted by 48% and 56% in our case). The most sub-
stantial difference, however, is observed in the case of social media trajectory: while 
the frequency of using this trajectory on the level of individual users was similar to 
observations by Moeller et al. (2020), the number of users who relied on it in our 
case turned out to be substantially lower (i.e., 2% as contrasted to 50%). It also con-
trasts with the self-reported data about the use of social media for news consumption 
in Germany (37%) and Switzerland (44%) [20].

The observed differences in the use of social media trajectory can be attributed to 
several reasons. First, unlike Moeller et al. (2020), where the news trajectories are 
constructed based on the sequences of actions (e.g., social media platforms preced-
ing visits to news websites), we looked at the actual presence of URLs to the follow-
up news websites in the precursor page HTML. Social media users might see news 
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items on social media platforms (e.g., Facebook) while scrolling through their feeds, 
but they do not necessarily click on the hyperlinks associated with them. It differs 
from search trajectory, where such clicks occur substantially more often, and can 
potentially suggest that social media serve as a partially independent news ecosys-
tem, where users are exposed to news without going to external platforms. Further, 
Moeller et al. (2020) suggested that a user might see some piece of news discussed 
by their friends on a social media website and then navigate to the news site to read 
about it. However, under our link matching-based operationalization of news paths, 
such events would be coded as "routine" mode rather than "social media" mode.

Second, there are also other factors that can affect the limited presence of 
social media trajectory. One of these factors can be related to the declining trust 
in social media as a source of news at the time of COVID-19 [22]. Another pos-
sible explanation is related to the technical differences in locating URLs lead-
ing to the follow-up news page in social media platforms’ HTML. Specifically, 
the tendency of some platforms, in particular Facebook, to change the format of 
links posted on them substantially complicates URL matching and can poten-
tially lead to a lower number of social media-based precursors.

4.2 � Individual variables and trajectories

We present the results of the regression analysis in Tables 1 (Switzerland) and 2 (Ger-
many), reporting both zero and count models as modeled through a zero-inflated Pois-
son regression for all trajectories with the exception of search trajectory in Germany 
where a generalized linear model was used (for the reasons, see Methodology section).

When it comes to the routine trajectory, several observations can be made. In 
both Switzerland and Germany, political interest is positively associated with 
the increased use of routine trajectory: people interested in politics are more 
likely to directly navigate to news sites that also align with earlier studies on 
news access [19]. Similarly, women in both countries are more likely to rely on 
the routine trajectory. The role of other political and media attitude characteris-
tics, however, differ across the two countries: in Switzerland, political efficacy is 
also positively associated with routine news use, but in Germany, there is no sta-
tistically significant relation between the two. The relationship between routine 
news use and trust in traditional media also differs by country: in Switzerland, it 
is negative, while in Germany, it is positive.

Looking at the news-to-news trajectory, we find that political trust is posi-
tively associated with using this trajectory in both countries. However, for politi-
cal interest and information efficacy, we observe significant relationships only in 
Switzerland, with political interest having a strong positive relationship with the 
use of news-to-news trajectory and information efficacy - a negative one. Lastly, 
age is positively associated with using the trajectory in Germany and negatively 
- in Switzerland.
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Turning to the search trajectory, we find that in Switzerland, political infor-
mation efficacy and political trust are a positive predictor, which means that 
those who do not feel overwhelmed by the news cycle and trust politics are more 
likely to search for news on search engines. Our model also shows that women 
are more likely to use this trajectory than men (0.29, p<0.001) and that this 
trajectory is more popular among younger people. However, in Germany, most 
of the variables of interest have no or weak effect, and the only significant pre-
dictor is trust in traditional media, which negatively relates to the use of search 
trajectory. This observation contrasts with what we find in Switzerland, where 
those with higher trust in traditional media are more likely to have used search 
engines as a path to news at least once (zero model) but among those who used 
this trajectory, trust in traditional media is associated with lower frequency of 
the trajectory’s use (count model).

5 � Discussion

In our study, we investigated how internet users in Germany and German-speak-
ing Switzerland accessed news during the outburst of COVID-19 in Europe. Our 
findings indicate that in both countries, search engines dominated access to news 
during the initial stage of the pandemic, together with direct visits to news web-
sites. These observations support earlier suggestions [8, 15] about search engines 
serving as key information intermediaries during the crisis. This fact stresses the 
significance of search engines as agenda-setters and emphasizes the responsibility 
of corporations behind these systems for properly informing the public, particu-
larly as information curation algorithms are known to be subjected to multiple 
forms of bias [38].

Routine visits, where the user goes directly to the starting page of the outlet, 
remain another common way of accessing news. This observation suggests that 
many users prefer getting their news without intermediaries in the form of social 
media or search engines. This highlights that journalistic media remain an influ-
ential channel for informing the public, even under the conditions of the high-
choice information environment [40], and aligns with observations coming from 
self-reported data, which note the resurgence of the importance of the journalistic 
media in the time of COVID-19 [22].

In terms of the effect of individual characteristics on predisposition towards 
specific trajectories, we find the prominent role of political interest and, to a 
certain degree, political information efficacy that aligns with existing research 
[19]. Our observations indicate that those with a higher interest in politics are 
more likely to access it by visiting news websites directly or surfing from one 
news website to another. In Switzerland, those who feel that they are not over-
whelmed by the amount of political information are more likely to access news 
through search engines and by visiting news sites directly. The latter observation 
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is especially important to consider during times of crisis when individuals may 
experience information overload and when part of a successful response depends 
on how informed citizens are. Furthermore, we observed a significant influence 
of gender, again in particular for the routine mode, which is more commonly used 
by women, suggesting that information consumption habits may differ across 
genders.

The above-mentioned observations also suggest that the relationship between 
individual characteristics and news trajectories differs between the countries. 
While information efficacy plays a strong role among Swiss users, it is insignifi-
cant for users from Germany. Similarly, media trust plays a more significant role 
for Swiss users. These differences suggest that even in countries with similar 
media systems and patterns of news access, the predisposition towards specific 
news trajectories is influenced by different factors. One explanation of these dis-
crepancies can be related to the severeness of the pandemic in Germany and 
Switzerland:, where case numbers and measures developed rather differently. 
This might have influenced individuals’ relationship with the news during this 
period. Additionally, work on Switzerland has shown how the Swiss population 
experienced sharp drops in their trust in media, with the exception of public 
service coverage, something that might not be the case in Germany. Regardless, 
these differences highlight the importance of not drawing universal conclusions 
from single-country studies, even when media systems are similar.

It is important to note several limitations of this study. First, while we exam-
ined how users access news during the initial period of COVID-19, we can not 
explicitly test whether the pandemic has fundamentally modified news access 
patterns since no baseline observations are available for comparison. While 
there are other tracking studies, they are conducted at different time periods 
and in the context of different media systems, thus raising the question to what 
degree they can serve as a baseline for our case and stressing the importance of 
more research for facilitating the potential comparison. Additionally, the way 
other studies operationalize the notion of news trajectories is different from how 
we use it and it additionally limits possibilities for comparison.

Another limitation is that our web tracking approach only focuses on brows-
ers used on desktop devices. This means that we cannot capture the news use 
that takes place on mobile devices – an increasingly important way of news 
consumption. Consequentially, the study misses out on the use of mobile news 
applications, as well as social media application usage which might have led 
to news consumption. This might explain the relatively low share of the social 
media trajectory identified in this study.

While our efforts to fulfill strict population quotas helped to reduce biases, 
the two country samples are not fully representative of the countries’ popula-
tions. This is, to date, one of the major limitations of tracking research, which 
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can be attributed to the high degree of compliance required to partake in track-
ing-based studies. Not only do such studies require participants to accept that 
their privacy is violated to a certain degree, but also installing and using track-
ing tools is technically demanding. At the same time, while it is plausible that 
tracking samples might over-represent those who are motivated to participate 
either intrinsically or because of monetary compensations, we have no reason to 
believe that such motivations are a priori related to fundamental differences in 
individual characteristics (e.g., levels of political or media trust).

Because of the above-mentioned limitation on sample representativeness, it is 
hard to formally test the cross-country differences we observed without risking 
some degree of misspecification. With greater representativeness, risks of over-
estimating heavily weighted observations would be palliated to some extent, and 
models would yield more reliable estimates of between-country comparisons. 
However, we contend that presenting findings from different countries is still 
advantageous for advancing our understanding of the ways individuals access 
news in the high-choice information environment, as it contributes to the accu-
mulation of novel empirical evidence in an emerging field. If anything, our find-
ings point to the importance of replication and testing of theoretical assumptions 
in multiple contexts before any patterns of relationships can be derived from 
isolated empirical observations.

Appendix

Note about representativeness of full study sample (survey only): To select the 
study sample, we used quotas representative of the German and German-speak-
ing Swiss citizen adult population for gender and age (interlocked), education, 
and place of living (West/East; Germany only). However, not all quotas were met 
especially in Switzerland where the sample is smaller (N = 1297, as opposed to 
Germany N = 1952). Namely, the Swiss sample is skewed towards younger age 
for males and older age for females and in terms of education it overrepresents 
mid and highly educated people, while failing to capture a sizeable percentage 
of population at the level of obligatory school (3.5 % of an estimated population 
quota of 13.90 %) (Table 3).
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Table 3    Participant samples and population quotas in Germany and Switzerland

Sample Survey sample Tracking sample Current analysis 
(browsed news)

Population quota

 (CH N = 1297,
 DE N = 1952)

 (CH N = 601,
 DE N = 587)

 (CH N = 452,
 DE N = 441)

Variable % % % %
Switzerland Age

18–34 30 36 36.1 27.11
35–54 34.4 31.5 31.9 36.15
55–75 35.6 32.5 32.1 36.74
Gender (female) 46.6 43.9 42.2 50.71
Education
Low 3.5 3.6 2.9 13.9
Medium 54.4 54.8 53.8 49.4
High 42 41.6 43.4 36.7

Germany Age
18–29 16.9 8.6 7.3 17.59
30–39 16 17.2 16.3 16.36
40–49 17.2 18.2 19.7 16.5
50–59 24 31.8 34.2 23.45
60–75 26 24.2 22.4 26.1
Gender (female) 50.9 44.6 44 50.27
Education
Low 15.6 12.8 12.5 12.38
Medium 48.3 51 49.9 60.83
High 36.2 36.2 37.6 26.79

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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